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Andropogon gerardii - Panicum virgatum - Helianthus grosseserratus 
Herbaceous Vegetation  
COMMON NAME  Big Bluestem - Switchgrass - Sawtooth Sunflower Herbaceous 
Vegetation 
SYNONYM   Central Wet-mesic Tallgrass Prairie 
PHYSIOGNOMIC CLASS  Herbaceous Vegetation (V) 
PHYSIOGNOMIC SUBCLASS Perennial graminoid vegetation (V.A) 
PHYSIOGNOMIC GROUP  Temperate or subpolar grassland (V.A.5) 
PHYSIOGNOMIC SUBGROUP Natural/Semi-natural (V.A.5.N) 
FORMATION     Tall sod temperate grassland (V.A.5.N.a) 
ALLIANCE  ANDROPOGON GERARDII - (CALAMAGROSTIS CANADENSIS,  

PANICUM VIRGATUM) HERBACEOUS ALLIANCE 
CLASSIFICATION CONFIDENCE LEVEL  2 
USFWS WETLAND SYSTEM Terrestrial 
 
RANGE 
Lacreek National Wildlife Refuge  
This unit is widely scattered on mesic sites throughout the Refuge. 
 
Globally 
This big bluestem sandhills community type occurs in the central Great Plains of the United 
States, particularly in the Sandhills region of Nebraska and adjacent South Dakota. 
 
ENVIRONMENTAL DESCRIPTION 
Lacreek National Wildlife Refuge  
Distribution is of this type is throughout the Refuge in mesic sites such as swales, and shallow 
bottoms.  The dominant species are often patchy within a stand, with associated species such as 
sawtooth sunflower (Helianthus grosseserratus), prairie cordgrass, smooth brome, and 
switchgrass occupying the interstitial spaces.  
 
Globally 
This community occurs mostly in interdunal valleys and floodplains of streams and rivers, and 
on level ground where drainage is poor. Soils are poorly drained sandy loams and sands with 
considerable organic matter (but no peat accumulation) and are formed in eolian sand or 
alluvium. These sites are rarely, if ever, flooded but are constantly supplied by high groundwater 
levels (about 1 m below the surface) (Steinauer and Rolfsmeier 2000). 
 
MOST ABUNDANT SPECIES 
Lacreek National Wildlife Refuge  
Stratum Species 
Shrub  Yucca glauca 
Herbaceous Andropogon gerardi, Panicum virgatum  
Globally 
Stratum Species 
Graminoid Andropogon gerardi, Panicum virgatum, Sorghastrum nutans, Calamagrostis 

canadensis, Spartina pectinata, Agrostis stolonifera, Phleum pratense, Poa 
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pratensis  
 
CHARACTERISTIC SPECIES 
Lacreek National Wildlife Refuge  
Andropogon gerardi, Panicum virgatum 
 
Globally 
Andropogon gerardi, Panicum virgatum, Sorghastrum nutans 
 
OTHER NOTABLE SPECIES 
Globally 
Stratum Species 
Herbaceous  Euthamia gymnospermoides, Helianthus nuttallii, Rudbeckia hirta, Solidago  

canadensis, and Solidago gigantea 
  
VEGETATION DESCRIPTION 
Lacreek National Wildlife Refuge  
It is often closely associated with prairie cordgrass (Spartina pectinata) and switchgrass 
(Panicum virgatum) map units.  Big bluestem also appears to be a common constituent of many 
prairie restoration efforts on the Refuge.  Typical stands of this association have moderate to 
dense herbaceous cover with typical foliar cover values ranging from 50 to 100%.  Big bluestem 
is the dominant species, becoming more prominent later in the growing season.   
 
Globally 
This community is dominated by a dense layer of mesophytic tall grasses 1-2 m tall, with 
Andropogon gerardii and Sorghastrum nutans most abundant in undisturbed sites. In moist 
swales and wetter areas along the margin of this community, Calamagrostis canadensis and 
Spartina pectinata may be abundant. Cool-season Eurasian grasses such as Agrostis stolonifera, 
Phleum pratense, and Poa pratensis are commonly seeded in these sites and may dominate. 
Forbs are usually common, but are seldom mentioned in the literature. Conspicuous forbsspecies 
include Euthamia gymnospermoides, Helianthus nuttallii, Rudbeckia hirta, Solidago canadensis, 
and Solidago gigantea. Woody plants are uncommon, though scattered thickets of Salix exigua 
may be present. In the eastern portion of its range, this community often contains forbs typical of 
tall-grass prairie to the east, such as Sisyrinchium campestre and Viola pedatifida. Species 
diversity is relatively high in undisturbed sites, and often much lower in sites seeded to exotic 
cool-season grasses (Steinauer and Rolfsmeier 2000). 
 
CONSERVATION RANK G3? Many sites in the eastern portion of the range of this 
community have been converted to cropland. Excessive center-pivot irrigation may lower the 
water table enough to convert some remaining sites to dry dry prairie communities. Most 
remaining sites have been seeded to exotic grasses and legumes. 
 
DATABASE CODE  CEGL002023 
 
SIMILAR ASSOCIATIONS 
Andropogon hallii - Calamovilfa longifolia Herbaceous Vegetation 
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COMMENTS 
Lacreek National Wildlife Refuge  
(n/a) 
 
Globally 
This type is geographically defined to include areas of the Nebraska (and adjacent South 
Dakota) Sandhills region. 
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